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Preface


It is sometimes hard to believe that at the start of 2001, English readers around the world, especially those concerned with anthroposophy and The Christian Community, had little opportunity to read any of the works of Hermann Beckh in translation. Virtually the only well-known book was From Buddha to Christ appearing in a very abbreviated series of four articles in the periodical The Christian Community in 1956, then reissued in a slender volume in 1977. The translation was by Dr Alfred Heidenreich.


The situation at that time was thought-provoking since in the early days Prof. Beckh had been appointed as one of the three principal teachers in the Stuttgart Seminary, side by side with Dr Friedrich Rittelmeyer and Lic. Emil Bock. Both Rudolf Steiner and Rittelmeyer recognized that anthroposophy had gained the active support of an extraordinary personality who could translate sacred texts from Tibetan wood-block printing, who was awarded a doctorate for his comparison of the Tibetan and Sanskrit texts of Kālidāsa’s celebrated Meghadūta, ‘The Cloud Messenger’ and who had been a member of the First Class of the School of Spiritual Science since 1913, while maintaining a personal correspondence with Dr Steiner. Before 1921 Beckh was surrounded by an international acclaim for his work in Indology. From 1922 until 1937 his immense erudition and profound spiritual development contributed to his standing as the person most qualified within anthroposophy to speak and write about Gotama Buddha, a position unchallenged to this day.


It was then in the late 1968 that Alan Stott met Alfred Heidenreich in the North London Christian Community. As the discussion turned towards music, Heidenreich, now turning 70 years, rummaged among the bookshelves to find one of Beckh’s major works on the musical keys and the zodiac, a volume which he presented to the young Stott, turning 20, with the advice to read it. As it turned out, the book remained treasured for some 30 years but very largely unread. Nevertheless, a vital seed had been sown, repeated by Dr Köhler, another founder priest, who passed on a second copy, his voice booming, ‘this is something for the future’.


By the end of the 1990s when Alan found that he could understand the book, Vom Geistigen Wesen der Tonarten, he was so struck by Beckh’s immense achievement that he made a translation of 40 pages, submitted it to Tim Clement of Anastasi Ltd., who duly published it in 2001—the volume, now a rarity, has been reissued by Temple Lodge Publishing. Between 2001 and 2016 one can fairly say that the chill grip of the ice queen that had descended upon Beckh’s legacy was finally thawing in the face of the warm enthusiasm generated by the translator and publisher—Anastasi produced a good number of Beckh’s work, including the translations of Mark’s Gospel: the Cosmic Rhythm; John’s Gospel: The Cosmic Rhythm; The Parsifal=Christ=Experience and Gundhild KačerBock’s invaluable biography, Hermann Beckh: Life and Work. This series of publications, ushering in a much-needed reappraisal of Beckh’s genius, was sadly brought to a conclusion by Tim’s final illness and passing.


During the course of 2016 the search for a new publisher was coming to a successful conclusion with Sevak Gulbekian who most generously took hold of the baton. The clue offered by Alfred Heidenreich had now given rise to a small team dedicated to what had become an overriding ‘project’, the publication of the Complete Works of Rev. Prof. Hermann Beckh. It was then noticed that 2016 was the centenary of the Professor’s comprehensive work, Buddha und seine Lehre, a book in two volumes commissioned to meet the needs of growing public interest in Eastern spirituality across German-speaking lands. The Anastasi publications had not included any of Beckh’s works on Gotama Buddha or other Indian spiritual streams, an entirely untenable position. One of the major reasons for this state of affairs was that no one on the initial team felt in any way qualified to do justice to the Indian texts or Beckh’s observations on them.


It was at this crucial juncture that fate responded to the need with a fullness that exceeded any expectation. What was needed, after all, was nothing less than someone who had a solid knowledge of Sanskrit and Pali at university level, who was acquainted with the paths of anthroposophy and who might appreciate Beckh’s stature. This person was Dr Katrin Binder who was able to translate not only Buddha und seine Lehre, published in 2019, but also helped to edit the unabridged From Buddha to Christ in the same year. The great triad of Beckh’s works on Gotama Buddha still awaited the translation of Buddha’s Passing, first issued as volume 18/19 of the series Christus aller Erde, Stuttgart 1925. It is this book which now stands before us in English translation.


The Mahāparinibbānasutta is universally accepted as one of the most important Buddhist texts in the Pali canon. Prof. Beckh’s 1925 German translation resulted from decades of loving attention to the text. It is a fair proposition that a modern English translation of this acclaimed translation—even if done by a fully accredited scholar who spent formative years in India—does not actually guarantee that the English version presented here is of the highest value. A contrary judgement, however, may be reached by any reader willing to work through Beckh’s Introduction, his text and notes as well as the highly informed Afterword by Thomas Meyer.


Should these pages be found of value, a short number of indications follow. Firstly, Beckh’s response to the passing of Rudolf Steiner in 1925 is distinguished not only by the composition of the present text—see Thomas Meyer, p. 114—but also by the fact that Friedrich Rittelmeyer found it highly appropriate to issue both The Passing of the Buddha and Beckh’s From Buddha to Christ in the same year. Such a dual presentation was unprecedented. Secondly, Beckh continued to write articles on Buddhist matters throughout his life within The Christian Community. These may now all be read in his Collected Articles, Temple Lodge, 2023, in company with the extended essay ‘Buddha’s Passing’ first published in 1926 and then reissued in the following year. This now appears within the pages of From the Mysteries, Temple Lodge, 2020.


Neil Franklin


All Souls’ Day 2022





Translator’s Note


The present volume—as Neil Franklin points out in his Preface—may be regarded as a translation of a translation, and as such with suspicion. Various arguments, however, may be brought forth in justification of such an endeavour. When the sacred texts of the East were first coming to the attention of Western scholars, their wider dissemination across the European languages often relied on such translations of translations. As more scholars became acquainted with the original languages of these texts, more direct translations became available both for scholars and the general reader. But even in the twenty-first century, the number of scholars of Sanskrit and Pālī is relatively low; direct translations between European and modern Indian languages are a deplorable rarity. Translations of translations—with English as a mediator language—remain a rather common occurrence. Such double acts depend crucially on the quality of the mediating translation.


In the present case, the German translation of the Mahāparinibbānasutta offered by Prof. Hermann Beckh in 1925 came as the result of decades of working on the text, of meditating deeply into the mysteries of the textual form right into the sounds. His German rendering consequently achieved a quality and faithfulness which alone would justify any attempt at carrying this into a third language. And yet it felt imperative to create an English text that was based on both, the Pālī original of the sutta and Beckh’s German translation. I cannot claim the same degree of scholarly knowledge of Buddhist scripture, the same level of Pālī scholarship nor the same intimate meditative familiarity with the present text that Beckh brought to the task. As an Indologist, long-standing practitioner of Buddhist meditation and as a eurythmist, however, I feel sufficiently prepared to have attempted an English version of this most sublime text that does justice both to the original and to Beckh’s genial work.


I am most grateful to Alan Stott and Neil Franklin for their help and support in honing the text. Special thanks go to Alan Stott for the translation of Thomas Meyer’s Afterword. Any remaining shortcomings and errors are mine alone, but it is my sincere wish that this translation may open up the world of Buddhist scriptures in new ways to new readers.


Katrin Binder


Martinmas 2022





Introduction


1. Buddha and Christ


In the Mahāparinibbānasutta of the Pālī canon, a document of humanity of the highest significance has been preserved for us in the narrative of the Buddha’s leave-taking of the Earth and his nirvāṇa. We certainly look here at one of the greatest human beings that ever lived, who stood at the threshold of the super-human, one of the greatest initiates, a teacher and leader of humanity of the highest order. His life, teaching, suffering and death appear in most tangible pictures before our eyes. Through all the austere spiritual strictness of the ancient Pālī texts, so removed from anything emotional, we feel the suggestion of love and devotion with which innumerable people have looked up to the personality of the great teacher; we feel the grief that filled them upon his passing. In bringing all of this into our consciousness with mindfulness and love, we will not only see that which is ‘pre-Christian’ in this early narrative, but we will also understand and honour that which is human and enduring in it.


In a certain way, Christ’s earthly Deed lives also in the content of this early Indian narrative, here offered in a new translation. In particular, in the decisive third chapter, there is the fateful hint of the Buddha to his favourite disciple Ānanda, that the Holy One who had trodden the Buddha path was able to unite himself through super-earthly powers with the Earth in order to work for humanity and for the progress of the Earth, for the wellbeing of all beings. But because Ānanda does not understand the meaning of this hint, and thus fails to ask the decisive question, the Buddha decides to take leave of the Earth and to disappear into the heights of nirvāṇa, a world far from the Earth. The Buddha’s nearest and best disciples equally miss the great moment. Earth and humanity were not yet ready for a union between a cosmic being and earthly existence as it became fact through Christ in a way quite different from that meant by the Buddha.


Here, however, we already feel and anticipate its becoming, five hundred years before the Mystery of Golgotha. More than elsewhere in the ancient Buddha texts the Earth is noticed in this narrative. The great saint allows his eyes to rest with a last loving glance on everything earthly before his passing. In his conversation with Ānanda he first remembers the beauty of everything earthly, of the sacred sites that were especially dear to him. And the Earth itself, or rather the etheric aura of the Earth, pronounces its sympathy with the Holy One, with his earth-shattering thoughts and the decisions of his will—when the Buddha, after Ānanda’s failure, gives up the will to live, ‘divests himself of the formative forces of life’, the Earth trembles and shudders, and heavenly thunder rolls. We hear, too, that the Earth participates in this lively manner in all the important moments of the Holy One’s life. (Similar with Christ; cf. John 12:29, Matt. 27:52 and elsewhere.) The Christ-fact of the transformation of earthly matter, which in other texts appears still far from the world of the Buddha, is faintly discernible in that scene where the thirsty Buddha on his wandering changes murky water into pure water.


Just before his passing the rays of the light of Christ shine more brightly into the Buddha’s life than at other times. The transfiguration scene in the fourth chapter forms the climax. Here, in a similar way to that of the Christ-Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration (Matt. 17, Mk. 9, Lk. 9), the body of the Buddha emits a super-earthly radiance. In both cases there is a connection between this event and the approaching earthly death.


The dying of the Buddha itself cannot be compared with the death at Golgotha. The Buddha disappears into nirvāṇa; Christ unites himself with the Earth. The great Mystery of the birth in its essential features was already present in the pre–Christian life—this explains the many similarities in the stories of the birth and of the youth of the two saviours, whereas the Mystery of death was only revealed in its full significance through the event on Golgotha. This explains why the true ‘parallels’ only go as far as the Transfiguration. But even in the narrative of the death of the Buddha there is a hint of that eternal-human realm through which our gaze is directed at the Christ who presides over and inspires all the great teachers of humanity past and future.


This human and enduring essence also speaks to us in those moments when the Buddha appears as the bringer of a ‘religious renewal’, outwardly the greatest known in earthly history. The old order of brahmins, who had been entrusted with the prophetic treasures of prehistory, had declined. Only empty shells of words were left; the spirit had been lost. Snobbery and vanity had taken the place of true priestly powers. The Buddha renewed the religious element on the basis of humanity and morality. He showed the path to the spiritual realities in a way appropriate to the times—an epoch of humanity’s descent. In all this the Buddha appears not only as someone with intimate knowledge of spiritual realities, but as a large-scale organizer who knew how to build an inclusive community where spiritual realizations could flourish. His life’s task in that direction had been completed at that juncture where the narrative of his death begins. The narrative clearly and repeatedly emphasizes this fact. We find ourselves at that decisive, fateful moment, when the community he founded and the spiritual movement carrying it is faced with the necessity of finding its own way forward through the passing of the Master who had been its founder and living centre. From this perspective, everything that the Master addresses to his disciples as his last admonitions and instructions seems particularly significant. The question inwardly occupying him before his passing is, ‘What do I have to give those who belong to me as a legacy, if the spiritual impulse of the community and the movement are to keep themselves pure and to survive?’ Something deeply human and enduring lives in his words. For the most part, we can imagine them as spoken by any founder of a spiritual movement at the moment of his passing, and they are of such a nature that they still speak meaningfully to us today.


The image of the great teacher’s personality is sketched in the liveliest manner—the whole manner of his teaching, wandering from place to place, how he moved among his contemporaries, how he spoke to and interacted with the disciples in general and with his closest disciples in particular; how he spoke to lay friends, to members of other spiritual directions, how he spoke to those people of all kinds outside his circles, to statesmen and women. This interaction follows certain forms described to us in recurring, stereotypical expressions. To today’s critics, some of these may initially appear strange, long-winded or superfluous. In actual fact, however, a ritual element lives in these forms. In close proximity to the great teacher and initiate, earthly events and human actions always assume a more clearly ritual character. Some aspects are as if taken from a great cosmic occasion, a ritual of eternity. Even the quotidian then becomes something priestly.


The closer we approach the solemn moment of the great nirvāṇa, the more significant this ritual element becomes. The climax of the cosmic-ritual events is reached when Ānanda prepares the last bed for the Master between two Sāla-trees, with the ‘head towards the north’. Each detail of the ‘order of space’ is here of importance. As if in an elevated world symbolism these two trees stand here. And ever more [during the course of the narrative] the Earth participates in the great cosmic-ritual events: the two Sāla-trees, although it is not the time of their flowering, are covered completely with blossoms. They rain showers of flowers upon the body of the Perfected One, thus honouring the Holy One. From earthly-physical events we increasingly enter into supersensory, etheric events. As he is passing into nirvāṇa, the streaming life-forces of the Master begin to empty themselves into the widths of space. All spheres sound in supersensible harmony around the dying Holy One.


Even after the death of the Buddha, where the text speaks more prosaically about the burning of the dead body and such things, every detail is also of ritual significance. In the following it will emerge how this ritual element lives also in the entire language and rhythm of the text.


Here, too, alongside the external narrative we have the doctrine. Its essential content appears once more summarized in the narrative of the Buddha’s death. From it a much more faithful and complete picture of the spirit of the ancient teaching of the Buddha can be gleaned than from most descriptions today. The Buddha once again speaks to his favourite disciple about the path of meditation in a particularly intimate way. The instructions given to people outside the community (cf. Ch. 1) contain much about healthy morals, much that is generally relevant. Those given to the disciples contain much that is of significance for all esoteric striving. Into the last admonitions of the great teacher there flows a detachment from anything personal, a fulfilment with the cosmic world—everywhere the text sounds as if out of the heights of eternity. That which the Buddha says about highest devotion, about the earnestness of spiritual striving and wrestling, about harnessing and directing all the forces of the soul towards the one goal—even if we understand the goal differently today—can equally be taken for spiritual striving today.


The difference between the spirit of the teachings of the Buddha and that of the Christian impulse comes most strongly to the fore in the mood of leave-taking and grieving which permeates the entire ‘narrative of death’. Ever and again the Buddha talks about the necessity of detaching oneself from everything earthly, of having to take leave from all that is dear to us. Christ counterposes this abandoning of all earthly love with its rediscovery in the spirit, in the resurrection. The Christian gospel also knows this mood of leave-taking and of grieving. It lives most movingly in Jesus’ Farewell Discourses in John’s Gospel. And yet the difference emerges most clearly in these words of Christ-Jesus: ‘Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy’ (John 16:22).


The significance of the Buddha’s doctrine of suffering for world-history lies in the fact that once again it had to point powerfully to this earthly suffering before the Christ’s great act of transformation of the Earth. Earthly suffering was to be transformed through this. The pressure of the earthly was to be taken away for the Christ-filled soul. And that mood of leave-taking is deeply connected with this entire feeling for every earthly suffering. Through the Fall, human beings had lost the divine-spiritual world. As the recollection of Paradise was sinking into darkness, ever more they had to take leave of their former home. Even in India, where the ancient connection with the spiritual world had survived longest, it was fading ever more from consciousness. In the Buddha the last of the great ones appeared, who for the last time united within himself the entire wealth of the wisdom of the ancient world. As the ‘Awakened One’, he stood in complete isolation among the sleeping mass of humanity. Even his closest and most favourite disciple sleeps when talking to him about the future possibilities of the Earth. Lonely and misunderstood he, the Awakened One among the sleepers, passes over into the great nirvāṇa.


Thousands have sensed in him the great Awakened One; from his eye, from his word, the light of the lost spiritual world shone to them. But they could not follow the great teacher to the place where he went. For them, the Buddha’s leave-taking of the Earth was also the parting from a world of the spirit, which in the great Seer, the great Awakened One, had once more been present for them. ‘Too early, alas, the Holy One has passed away; too early, alas, the Blessed One has passed away; too early, alas, the eye that was the light of the world has been extinguished.’ In these words, the mood of leave-taking from the light of the spiritual sounds most movingly. Moreover, there is a deeper meaning. This mood of parting and grief had to precede the mood of meeting again, of reunion in Christ. In terms of world-history this finding again of the spiritual world becomes more significant through the deprivation and grief that preceded it. And this mood of grief remains humanly moving and elevated, even when we realize how it will once be overcome in Christ. In this way, we come to a point where we no longer consider the Buddha’s words about parting in their temporal contingency, but in the light of eternity. We look for that eternal-artistic element that lives, apart from all thought content, in the sounds and rhythms of the words.


Here we touch again upon one of the most significant viewpoints in the whole consideration. Our text, the Mahāparinibbānasutta, belongs to the greatest works of art not only of Indian, but of world literature. This artistic element lives in the entire structure of the narrative, in every detail of description, in the entire language and rhythmical character of the words. In the artistic composition the narrative is reminiscent of the Christian gospels, even if the similarity which has been claimed here and there must be taken only as a very remote echo. The Christian gospels—especially, but not only, John’s Gospel—are raised much more directly into the spiritual-supersensible sphere, which in the Indian text—especially where the etheric body of the dying Holy One begins to expand into the etheric world—sounds only softly into the narrative that elsewhere remains more in the earthly, physical plane. Everything has its clear historical and geographical background. We can follow, for example, the last walk of the Buddha in all its geographical details, from its point of departure in Rajagáha in the country of Mágadha, towards the south near the Ganga, which is then crossed near Pataliputta, just then being built, via Vesali, towards the north near the Ganga, where that decisive conversation between the Holy One and Ānanda takes place, and [via] Pava, further towards the north, where the Buddha’s sickness breaks out fully, until its end at Kusinara, high up in the north of India, within the area of today’s Nepal close to the snow-capped mountains of the Himalayas and not very far from the Buddha’s paternal city of Kapilavastu. In close proximity to the place where the great Holy One was born, his pilgrimage also finds its destination and the circle of his earthly life finds a close. The eternally snow-capped mountains which shone down upon the merciful birth of the Bodhisattva in the flowering garden also look upon the dying Holy One.


2. The Path


The Buddha’s realization has its main support in the path leading to it. The Buddha in the ‘Sermon of Benares’ first revealed that truth which had appeared to his vision under the ‘tree of knowledge’ during a holy night, when he, as the pictorial expression of the sources goes, ‘let the wheel of the doctrine roll across the earth’. He proclaimed first the path, the ‘noble eightfold middle path’, and only secondly the fourfold axiom of suffering, of the origin and annihilation of suffering, in which in the fourth part the path appears again, as the ‘path towards the annihilation of suffering’. That which the Buddha communicated concerning the path is not exhausted in the short formula of its eight limbs: ‘Right view, right decision, right word, right action, right living, right effort, right recollection, right contemplation.’* On the contrary, there is another, much more elaborate teaching on the path of inner development that recurs in many speeches of the Buddha in exactly the same words. It is constructed over four steps in such a way that there is a progress from the first, preparatory step to meditation, from meditation to realization, from realization to inner liberation. It is in its rich pictorial wealth that this teaching points towards the true Mystery of the path as it already lived in the wisdom of the early Mysteries, as it lived in the doctrines of Yoga in India already before the Buddha. From a mere external communication and acceptance of realization in a more abstract language the path leads to the true inner experience of this realization through a world of pictures and sounding rhythms. This pictorial element lives in the entire description, wherein sound those mighty rhythms that are so characteristic for the Buddha’s entire proclamation. They can teach us more today than the abstract content of the doctrine itself. We can experience the pictorial world of that description of the path as a shadow of all that existed in the ancient Yoga initiation. Even in the fact that the Buddha uses the term ‘path’ for a development taking place entirely in the spiritual, he speaks to us in a meaningful picture.


That which is great and lasting in the Buddha’s legacy to the world lies in the proclamation of this path. Not that every detail in it was valid for all times. The path as it can be communicated to a particular epoch by the great teachers of humanity is only ever a small part of that which can be seen or apprehended of the ‘path’ in the light of eternity. Here, too, the step ‘from Buddha to Christ’ means a renewal of both the method and the goal. The greatest aspect of the Buddha’s proclamation lies in the fact that the path, which until then had been kept as a secret in the Indian Yoga and had only been known and practised in closed communities had now been put before the world by the Buddha in a morally purified form free from any sectarian bias. Moreover, what developed in the world out of the Buddha’s teachings is regarded in the world as one of the great world religions. This suggests that this religion stands before us as one that does not appeal to mere faith, but rests on the path of realization.
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